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ghosts 


Author's Notes: 


This is based (somewhat) on the ARG world created for Year Zero, which takes place around 2022, but I'm 
going a bit farther in the future than that, so let's say 2030. It's kind of retro-futurism with a bit of 
Neuromancer thrown in along with the Year Zero stuff as well as RPF details. | just listed Trent even though 
there are various characters because he's the protagonist. Hope this is enjoyable for someone, and thanks to 


Raven for the prompt which got me thinking. 


Also: there will be some purposeful tense shifting, apologies for any fits it might cause. 


The month-long fires stained the sky like an open wound. 


Masks were outfitted with rebreathers when affordable, but most just suffered as usual, the hacking hard to 
differentiate between plague and pollutants. At his usual table in greenmarine Trent scanned the interior from 
behind his Glaz, adjusting the resolution to shift the lighting from the typical swampish to something clearer. A 
pale therianthrope of indistinct species stood on the perch which passed for a stage and sang some retro 


ballad through a vocoder, its sequencer flashing along with the programmed accompaniment. A red dot in the 
corner of his display continually pulsed, comm link muted because he didn't want to talk to anyone right now, 
especially via fucked-up choppy dropped-out static-y audio because the latest EMP had screwed the 
neighborhood pipeline. 


A PU leather-clothed figure dropped into the chair next to him, fiber optic extensions woven into his hair, 
framing his head, bright amidst the mood lighting. 


"Fuck sakes, Queenie, can't be low-fi?" 

"At this hour? Fuck that!" 

"The answer is still no." 

"Who said | was gonna ask you? Maybe we all just moved the fuck on from your self-loathing ass." 

Trent grimaced: half sardonic smile, half frustrated pout. 

"Because it's still a lot of goddamn coin, is why." 

"And fuck knows we could all use some." 

Trent watched the lights in Robin's hair cycle from blue to green to gold At times like these, sitting in this 
shitty bar in this shitty neighborhood being harangued by ex-bandmates, waiting on dog knew what, he really 


wished he wasn't sober anymore. But that would likely mean he'd be dead, so which was worse? 


"Rez," the bartender called out, "I just seen him pull up in a Kart.” He nodded to the security cam display, lens 
focused on the area just outside the front door. 


"Thanks Dobie." 
"He who?" Robin wanted to know. "And who the fuck can afford to be driven around?" 
"You'll see." 


In a few moments there he was, Richie Pat, walking into the bar like the star of his own movie, wearing that 


worn-out Moto GP jacket he'd had for years, cadged off some adoring fanboy. 


At least it stil fits him, Trent thought. Then again, his own (real) leather jacket was also a perfect fit, though it 


had been oversized to start with, back when it was the most expensive thing he owned, apart from his gear. 


"Rez," his guest greeted him. "Hey Queenie," he said to Robin. 


Robin's eyes narrowed at his former bandleader. "Oh, so that's what's up, huh?" 


Trent grimaced and rolled his eyes. "Fuck no, this is not a band thing, how many times do | have to tell you 
that?!" 


Rich laughed and Robin stood, looking down at the person he had previously replaced with a withering contempt. 
"If it is you two fucking deserve each other." 

He left, and Trent thought the bar actually looked less festive in the absence of Robin's hair. 

Rich snapped his fingers at Dobie. "Hey, whatever your best agua is - whatcha drinkin, Rez?" 

Trent looked at the bottle of water in front of him. "Fuck, its probably out of the pipes for all | know." 


"Don't drink the fuckin’ water," Rich cracked with a smirk. 


"Take off that shit, | don't want it snoopin' on me!" Rich demanded. 


Trent removed his Glaz and squinted at the other. "I can't see for shit, so you try and fuck with me l'm gonna 


be heated" 
"Goddamn, old man! | ain't got no reading material on me, calm the fuck down" 
"Whatever, Richie. So what is this?" 


Rich sat back and sipped at a bottle of imported water. "You haven't played in years and they're all still sniffin’ 


around?" 
"Robin and Danny are really the only ones." 
"Yeah | heard Atticus is some big honcho at Spotify now?" 


Trent waved a dismissive hand. "He was really pissed at me for breaking up the band, said he was gonna sink 


me - motherfucker forgot | quit that gig." 
"Quit? Stop it, we all know they shoved your ass out and threw the golden parachute behind you." 


"Richie, fuck off, seriously. What does any of this matter? What do you want?" 


But these protests were delivered in his typical nasally monotone and his ex-friend, ex-bandmate, smirked. 
"Oh Mikey, you still act like nothing matters. But | know something, or should | say someone, does." 


In an uncharacteristic show of emotion, Trent rose from his chair, simultaneously grabbing Rich's jacket and 


pulling the other to him from across the table, their noses colliding and making Rich yelp with surprise. 
‘Motherfucker you have five seconds to tell me what the fuck you mean before | hurt you. Just try me." 


Rich looked over at the bar where Dobie studiously ignored the scene in front of him. Not even the so-called 


entertainment missed a beat. 


"| know where she is, you're not telling me anything | don't already know.’ 


"And | know you're broke, so you can't afford surveillance or biometric monitoring or any of that shit so how 


do you even know that she's where she was when you knew where she was?" 

"And how do you even know?" 

"Brian's got, like, friends everywhere." 

"Is he using again? Because if he is you're the next to slide. People get evangelical with that shit." 

"We're not together right now." 

Trent laughed, but it sounded more like a cough. "How many breakups does that make now?" 

"There's this person on the Haze he talks to, and he mentioned her. | have a screenshot - wanna see it?" 
"What's the catch?" 

"| need a favor. But | figured you would want to know this. So we trade." 


Trent put his Glaz back on and scanned the other. He couldn't detect any surveillance equipment or biohacks in 
the scroll 


"What." His voice was flat like someone had stepped on it. 


"He's..well, they scooped him." 


"Who?" 

"You know." 

"Fuck" Trent sat stunned, blinking, swallowing, "The Bureau?" 
"Someone in league with WTB. They just came and..fook him" 
"You saw it?! 


"They didn't see me. | was tryin’ to, y'know, talk to him, again, and when | came on his block | saw them haul 
him out in a black van" 


"Why the fuck would the pharmas take him? Why not just turn him over to the Bureau" 
"| dont fuckin’ know, man! Maybe he's got some shit in his brain they wanna save?" 

Trent sighed heavily. "Its likely. So?" 

"So | want you fo help me find out where he is. You do that, | tell you where she is" 


"And what good is that gonna do me? | didn't do anything even when | found out. The cult's too fuckin’ big, 
they'd just chew me up if | got too close.” 


"| know you think you can still save her. | can see it." 
y y 
"So I'm delusional, what else is new?" 


Rich sat forward, cradling his head in his hands. "Goddamn we always fuckin’ do this. Listen -" he sat up and 


fixed Trent with a desperate glance, "- | need someone who knows what they're doing and you're the only one." 


So tempted to say well well well how the worm doth turn but Trent forces himself to look at his hands. 
Through the Glaz he can see the network of veins beneath his aging skin. No money for real maintenance, 
though he's managed to stave off the worst of the advancing arthritis with black market sources. 

"| need more than information If you want my skills you're going to have to pay for them." 

"And what is that gonna get you?" 


"None of your fucking business. But that's it" 


"Think of Mari, she could be dead" 


Neo, the voice within protests. /d know it if she was. 

"Then what would it matter? Take it or don't, but don't waste my fucking time." 

Rich takes out his phone and logs in, swiping the screen several times. Holds it up for Trent to see. 

The Glaz automatically magnified what he was looking at - it was a post from a darknet message board. 
there's an offshoot somewhere up near what's left of Perhagion, talking about IT brought them there, messages in 
its appearance, buzzing always buzzing, seeing it when its not there even but there's always someone watching girl 
named Mari she told us she saw beyond seeing, lke beyond time to where it came trom 

Trent read it over several times. Were it not for the mention of Perhagion - the cult which the Bureau was 
still trying to disband wherever it could - he would have dismissed the post as mere crowbar nonsense. Opal 
addicts were always going on about how it got people closer to whatever they pictured as the divine. He would 
laugh, bitterly, in recalling his own lyricism so long ago. His own twisted metaphors for the addictive powers of 
intimacy. And then, that goddamn black fluid stole the person he had learned to love and now there was nothing 
left. 


Every night for a year he'd argued with himself about why he didn't just give into it, so he could be with her 


again. He thought about the last email she sent him, from a dead drop, no way To respond. 

| have finally found my place in everything, | have finally found my home. 

Chemicals lied, he knew. They lied to your brain and they made you into what they wanted you to be - the 
vessel for their endless hunger. Having gone through it, he refused to surrender again. But he couldn't stop 
thinking about how wonderful it would be to just stop, stop worrying, stop fighting, stop thinking about thinking. 
The desperation in Rich's eyes, he figured the other saw it in his, even through the Glaz 

"Did you ever think that, like, the whole world's gone to shit anyway, so -" 


"Trent," Rich said, his voice strained. He's letting me know he's serious 


‘Okay, that earns you a small favor. But anything else is going to cost you. | figure you must be good for it if 


you came here." 
"Yeah. So let's go for a ride." 


Trent shrugged, knew if he tried to argue that he had other, better, things to do Rich would just spread his 
arms wide and say something sarcastic like Oh yes, you've got so much going on in this shithole. 


"Where to?" 


"Analog Alley, place you haven't been in a while." 


Trent sighed, just imagining all the stares at his reappearance. And all the rumors which would spread like 
mold. 


handyman 


Author's Notes: 
Also wanted to note that the version of Trent (and therefore everybody else) in this story is somewhat AU 


as regards the Year Zero world. 


On the Kart ride over to the vintage repair district - masks on, behind a Plexiglas barrier - Trent kept quiet, 
watching his Glaz display in its continuous scroll, wondering who they were going to see but also not wanting to 


ask because it was hard enough having a normal conversation with Rich, much less delving for information, 


The genteel decay of midtown gave way to a more jagged skyline as the autonomous vehicle exited the 
freeway, industrial warehouses still standing, mottled with rust and grime and many of them abandoned. Some 
had been partially burned, the result of both riots and squatters, but the city infrastructure lacked the 


wherewithal to have them razed. 
"Still looks shitty,” Trent cracked. 
"Yeah it's always gonna look like a fuckin’ war zone here," Rich replied. 


The Kart dropped them on Progress Street - and what a goddamn joke that was - Trent smiling faintly at the 


familiar buildings. 


"What - we're going to Mode Mage?" he asked, referencing the modular shop where he had worked before his 
music enabled him to climb the ladder out of obscurity. 


"Uh.not quite." 


They remained alert as they walked along the crumbling sidewalk, careful to dodge any number of urban 
obstacles, till they came to stand before a battleship-grey door of yet another monolithic warehouse, no sign 
or any other identifier visible. Rich buzzed a code and a few moments later the camera above the door 


whirred into life, red light blazing. Rich looked into it with arms raised. 
"We're here, just like you asked," he said to it. 


Another pause, then the door buzzed and clunked, the locks disengaging. Trent followed Rich up a flight of 
stairs onto a large open space crammed with vintage gear and tools, workbenches and shelving, musical 
instruments as well as free-standing displays of modular stacks criss-crossed with wires. The man who 
greeted them looked very different from the ex-bandmate he once knew, who had been a fairly good-looking 
redhead with expressive blue eyes. The hair was now so short as to be no particular shade, the eyes hidden 
behind thick black-framed glasses, and the face by a salt-and-pepper beard. He smirked then scowled, 


gesturing at Trent's Glaz. 
"Angst Lord, put that shit away, | don't want you broadcasting me to the entire fucking world!" 
Trent sighed and took a black hard case out of his jacket, taking off the Glaz and placing it within. 


"Lead-lined. Okay?" 


The other grunted in response. Trent pulled out a pair of similarly-framed glasses from another pocket and 
put them on. 


"Goddamn is this a nursing home or what?" Rich teased. 

"How are you, Charlie?" Trent inquired politely. 

"Better than you from what | hear," Charlie replied. 

"No doubt." 

"Okay | brought ‘im, lets get to it," Rich said, waving his hands impatiently. 
"Fuck sake, what's your hurry? You want some coffee, Rez?" 

"Actual coffee?" 

"Did you forget who you're talkin’ to?" 


Trent smiled. Charlie was the one who always made the good coffee, even back when coffee was a staple of 


everyday life rather than a hoarded commodity. 
"Absolutely | want some coffee." 


They wove their way through the space upon a path which wouldn't have appeared to be a path to anyone 
else - Trent figured the appearance of chaos might stymie a thief, but Charlie would know where everything 
was, just like he used to know the location of everything in Trent's studio, right down to spare strings and the 


soldering iron. 


"You never offer me coffee," Rich pouted when they reached an inner room also filled with gear in various 


states of functionality as well as an industrial-grade Wilber Curtis coffee machine. 


"You never paid my salary, asswipe," the other answered as he brewed a fresh pot of coffee, pulling the grind 


bag from a canister labeled BANANUTS. 


"This thing looks older than all of us put together," Trent said, running his hand along the top of the machine. 


"Yeah it's pre-Zero for sure, maybe even pre-us,’ Charlie replied, switching it on after adding grounds and 


water. 

Rich ignored the fetishistic conversation, wandering the room looking at the innards of instruments. 

"Don't you fuckin’ touch anything, Richie," Charlie warned. 

"Like anyone would notice," Rich shot back. 

The smell of percolating coffee encircled them, they all breathed it in and sighed. Trent took a grateful sip 
from the mug offered to him - hot as it was - and felt something inside him unclench just the slightest bit. 
Fuck, how long had it been since he'd drunk actual coffee? Too fucking long. 

"So you..wanted.to see me?" he asked. 

Charlie busied himself with sucralose and soy milk. "Yeah but, you've made it hard to find you." 

"And yet people always do," Trent quipped, looking over at Rich, who flipped him off. 

"I gotta Berserker - remember that thing?" 


"The fuck you do!" 


"Uh-huh. Hipster brought it completely stripped, just the case and basic circuits. Said he found it at an estate 
sale. | bought it off him five times what he paid. But there's not much documentation on it" 


"And there wouldn't be, rare as it was." 
“As is, yeah. But if anyone would know.." 
"it would be that fuckin’ nerd right there," Rich chimed in, pointing at Trent, who flipped him off. 


"So this clown here tells me he can track you, | pay him a finder's fee if he brings you in. Help me with it and 
Ill give you access to my cloud and Lambda stack" 


"You still collecting data on Perhagion?" 
"Among other things." 


Trent considered the offer, chewing on his lower lip as the caffeine took hold of his neurotransmitters. Hope 


was a dangerous thing, but on the other hand he would have taken the offer to tinker in Charlie's workshop 


for free, though he wasn't certain how handy he was now, so many years after his prime. 
"How many times you been flagged?" 

| stopped counting a long time ago." 

"Yeah but, like, this year?" 


"They won't trace it here, trust me. Use all the search terms you want, they're gonna disappear some loser in 


Buttfuck Wherever, not here." 

"Got the Serbs black-hatting for you?" 

"Where have you been? It's the Latvians now." 

"Okay Ill try, but only if Richie cuts me in for half his fee: 
"What?!" 

"| need it, pay me what I'm worth." 


The other men shrugged. As much as they might not want to admit it, the Rez knew his shit. And he had 


made them all famous, brief as it had been 

"Fine, but you have to help me." 

"Yeah sure, I'd hate to think of what they're doing to Liesegang right now." 
"Wait, what happened?" Charlie sputtered, nearly choking on a sip of coffee. 
"The pharmas took Brian, they just snatched him right out of his conapt 
"You guys broke up again? Damn, I'm sorry Richie - but why?" 

| dunno why, could be any fuckin’ thing with him, y'know?" 


Charlie nodded and glanced at his cup, swirling the liquid within "See, this is the problem with geniuses like you 
assholes," he opined, looking up to smirk at Trent. "You make everybody so goddamn twitchy." 


opal, an anecdotal history 


Author's Notes: 
Mari = Mariqueen (but again, AU) 
This section also contains references to the trilogy of 20l6-I8 (in particular Add Violence), which could in some 


ways be seen as an continuation of the world of Year Zero. 


Their meeting had been so random, as hook-ups tended to be, but he was coming down off a dose of really 
primo pearl and when she turned up at his door she was glowing in the half-light of the hallway. Euphoria 
fading but this awakened some other form of bliss within him. 


Her eyes dark enough even without the soul thief. 


She was strictly a soft user, liked things that made her feel sparkly, and that was okay, he could do those too. 
It took him back to when he'd started and it was with that kind of stuff, anything to bridge the gap between 
himself and the rest of the world, when he had to learn to be that guy, the one who could rightfully command 
the attention of thousands 


millions 
but it warped him, bad. Twisted inward to its demands. 


One morning they woke up and decided they didn't need anything, not just yet, except a drink. She cooked for 
him, turning the paltry inventory of his kitchen into something delicious. And they talked, they talked about 
everything and he forgot who he was, the way his personality had hardened like resin within that black leather 


shell. With her he was endless potential, maybe even transcendence. 
She was kind. 


But because he was an addict he had to protect her - as addicts usually do for those they think they love - 
from his own terrible decisions. Like when his drug of choice became literally extinct and he turned to the 


crowbar, the one which opened his eyes to the void. 


Nothing ever felt so good. Not even her, though she came close to showing him a place where he could exist 


with what she gave to him. 


The first time he tried opal he had still been down south and the summer was nearly suffocating, sweaty 
clubs and sultry sidewalks and it had been everywhere, everyone with silvery eyes and he was ready to fuck 


around and fall 


so very very far 


and it wasn't like other first times when the panic of the strangeness set in, no, this was fucking designed to 
take you there immediately when it hit your veins and it was love. He felt weightless, the self-loathing which 
continually gnawed at him was gone. It wasn't a ohmygodimsotuckinhighrightnow kind of high, it was a sense of 


rightness and completion 
But then it mutates. 


In his dreams, he realizes that he's the only one awake in a world which is asleep. Other people are only 


shadows, simulacra, stand-ins for whoever and whatever they used to be. 
But he can't do anything about it. 


When he looks in the mirror, all he sees is a void where his face used to be. 


Eventually, his body slammed against the barrier of entropy and that was the end, so he thought. Or rather, 
didn't think when it all went black Black as the drug itself. But then he woke up in a gray place and faces with 
knives in their voices looked down at him, took him apart, hollowed him out, left him aching and drained and 


awake once more. 


When he came back - haunted by reality - she was gore. Silvery eyes, smiling, but the kindness was painted 
over by the pearl. Only need looked back at him, and he knew it so well 


Oh, how they had fought. He had been especially cruel to the one he thought he loved. 

Yes, | did, | know I did. That was me. 

Worse, he could really see what it was doing to her. It took her from him and laughed in his face. Tried to 
remind him how it could be and he was screaming, pleading, to either die or to save her, but not to be left 


behind. 


His dreams never changed, even as his body had been completely purged of the drug. His brain forever 


rewired, he imagined, to view the horror which lies beneath all things. 
(and yet, and yet) 


His grip on existence was shakier than he would admit. Every day spent thinking about burning his life down to 
ashes once more. Seduction as death wish. And it wore her face. 


They'd never wielded the crowbar together, the way it should have been And he regretted that now. Which 


was so incredibly fucked-up. And it was his fault, because he'd made her do it to him. How could she not be 
curious, injecting that shit into his eyes every couple days? She knew what it did to him, but especially how 

when the bliss hit, he wanted her. She loved him then, when he could spend hours fucking her, as focused on 
her desire as his own. 


He wasn't kind, but he was generous. 


What was the lie? Chemicals lie, but so does everyone else. 


shit mirror 


Author's Notes: 
This chapter goes in a little bit of a biopunk direction, which admittedly is one of my favorite subgenres 


although | feel its rather underused overall. 


Charlie was right, there was no real documentation for the Berserker - only various discussion threads where 
people contributed their best guesses and observations - although Trent remembered enough from when he 
actually owned one, owned an entire collection of Metasonix synth mods, in fact. He felt, somewhere in the 
recesses of his brain, that there was a particular penance in having to interface with equipment he'd lost 
through his own feckless ways. 

He got to work in another of the rooms within Charlie's workshop, alone so he could concentrate and consult 
with online sources if need be, not that there was any real help to be found. It was primarily down to his 
intuition regarding synthesizers in general: part savant, part educated moderately talented technician. So now he 
was thinking he had to construct the guts based on what he thought should be in there to make it work 
correctly. 

(Audacious or delusional, take your pick) 

Charlie's head appeared around the corner of the doorframe. 

“Surveillance drones are five minutes out, gotta shut it down" 

"Fuck, okay, give me a minute." Trent was in the midst of a blueprint sketch. "Fuck!" 

"| don't want to give those facist assholes any more info than they've already got.” 

"Understood" Trent finished penciling a wiring junction. "Okay." 

"Follow me." 

Charlie led him through the maze of metal, plastic, wiring and circuitry down to the basement where he flipped 
a breaker which took all the main circuits offline and then into another room, shutting and locking the door 
behind him. They sat down on the ground against the nearest wall in utter darkness. Even underground the 
whining roar of the drones could be heard as they passed overhead a few minutes later. 


"How often does this happen?" 


As their eyes adjusted Trent thought he could see Charlie there beside him, but only as a vague shape. 


"Droog, do you not pay attention?" 
Trent shrugged, then chided himself. "| guess not. | do most of my work at night anyway." 
"Oh they're going all the time, but that's you all over: oblivious." 


Trent snorted, He wasn't wrong, though if Charlie had said that back when he was in the band Trent probably 


would have thrown something at his head for such a crack. 

"What are they looking for?" 

"Out here? People doing what they shouldn't. But they're really cracking down on farming" 
‘Hts not illegal, though. | mean, there's vertical farms all over the place." 

"No, but it has to be permitted And who can afford that out here?" 

A sigh. "Yeah, they just exist to fuck with us, | know! 

"Speaking of, what have you been doing all this time?" 


| was in rehab for a long time, but everybody knows that. When | came back..well, there was the whole thing 


with Mari, and then | had a bad time -" 
"Relapse?" 


"Almost. | can't drink anymore ‘cause I've got the chip, but did | want to use again? Fuck yes. But | didn't. And 
then finally | started writing again 


"So you are doing music! Queenie kept saying you would, even if you told us all to fuck off." 
"Yeah but, it's not the same. Not at all. That shit is done." 
"Okay man, don't get cranky. | say that's good, | mean, that's what you were born for." 


Trent laughed, a sort of shuddering hiccup. "I was born to be an addict, but | guess music is just one form of 


it" 
"Sure, | get it." 


"You seem like you're doing okay." 


"Yeah, | can keep off the grid, sorta And | love this old shit, you know that. But, I've got something really good 


in the works. I'll show you when | can turn the power back on" 
"How long will that be? | mean, don't you worry about rats, sitting here in the dark?" 


"Ain't got ‘em out here, | took care of that shit a long time ago. Besides, this room is shielded from just about 
anything you can think of" 


Trent snapped his fingers. "Wait a minute - did you patent that sonic thing?" 
"Nope, but | got a working model. Oh, it works alright. Messy as fuck, though." 
"| don't even wanna know." 


Charlie laughed. “Figured you wouldn't. Anyway, yes, | finally built a better mousetrap. But no, that's not what 


I'm referring to." 


A beeping sounded. Charlie's face was suddenly illuminated in the light from his phone. “All clear," he 


pronounced. 


The room next to the one they'd hid in contained a hydroponic garden, and it looked to be doing fairly well with 
a variety of herbs and vegetables. 


"Growing fruit is way harder underground, plus what with the seed scarcity, so I'm making do. But look at this." 
Charlie uncovered a hatch in the floor and pulled it open. 

"Fuck, how long it'd take you to dig that thing?" 

"You kidding me? Everybody's dug a bunker in their spare time, ‘cept maybe you." 

They climbed down the ladder to a space which looked hewn out of the local bedrock. There was a variety of 
tools and building materials staged around what looked to be a larger, more complicated version of a 3D food 
printer, hooked up to a dedicated UPS. 

"Get the fuck out," Trent breathed. "You built a goddamn replicator mod all on your own?" 


"Hey - you didn't use to call me the Mad Scientist for nothin, right?" 


"Charlie, they could execute you for this! Not just the IP theft, but the genetic laws -" 


"And that," Charlie replied, reaching down and firing up the power supply as the machine beeped and whirred 
into life, "is exactly a symptom of the dystopian shithole we find ourselves in" 


"This is fucking amazing" 
"Yeah well, it's still fussy, won't make much. So dinner's on me, this time. C'mon" 


They came back above ground and Charlie shrugged into a thermal jacket, donning a mask beneath the attached 
hood. 


"Just don't break anything while l'm gone, okay?!" 


Trent gave him a mocking salute and returned to the puzzle of the Berserker. 


The food Charlie returned with - the House Special donburi from Krill Grill (krill, egg and seaweed on rice) - 
made Trent nostalgic for the bad old days, when the band used to survive on such convenience while touring. 
They dug in after liberal applications of sriracha, chopsticks clicking. 

"This is four AM don't know where we are but hungover as fuck kinda food." 

"Yep. Pretty clean, actually, with the robotic chefs and all. One of the few places | still trust" 

"And still pretty cheap." 

"Yeah it's got that going for it" 

"Thanks. For everything.” 

"Sure Rez, | figure | owe you one.” 


"Just one, huh?" 


"Fuck off, Angst Lord," Charlie retorted, but he was smiling. 


Charlie brewed more coffee and they sat drinking it in the main space, within the empire of wires and knobs. 
"Did any of this used to be mine?" Trent asked, waving a hand toward the wall of synth mods. 


"Nah. Your shit went for way more than | could afford. Ever buy any of it back?" 


"I let it be known | was looking to buy back some of my Moogs, and this one guy actually gave a few of them 
back to me." 


‘Lucky bastard - musta been a fanboy." 

"Yeah, you could say that. You asked what | was doing.t'm writing a novel too. 

"Really? Well that's an interesting development. About what?" 

"About a guy who gets up one morning and he can't see his face anymore” 

Charlie's eyebrows shot up over the rim of his mug, “Fuck, now that sounds like some hallucinatory bullshit 
"Yeah, he thinks that, but he can't tell what's real and what's not" 

"Remember that strain that one summer - the pkd? Is that what's happening?" 

"No, it's worse. It's not done yet, though, so | don't wanna say too much 

"What's it called?" 


"Shit Mirror" 


Trent texted Richie for some info - it came minutes later in an encrypted email. 

"Have you got a black box?" he asked Charlie. 

"What do you take me for - a snot-nosed twitch? Of course | have a black box. I've got several" 
"Okay hotshot, | just need one." 

"To do what?" 


"| programmed an app - | kinda jacked off this classified spec from the Bureau - it will track a person based 
on the serial number of their subdermal ID" 


"Fuck - talk about me getting wiped! They'll put you in the shredder, kia." 


"But naturally, | need to run it invisible.” 


"What is it accessing when it runs?" 

"The algorithm works from a concurrence of applicable data" 
Charlie shrugged. "Hell, I'm curious to see if it actually works." 
"It does, to a point." 

"Mari?" 

"Yeah." 


They returned to the room where Trent had been working, and Charlie pointed towards his Lambda stack in a 


corner of the room. 

"Login with nullvoid, password wintermute." 

Trent laughed. "You fucker - how do you even remember that shit?!" 

"Hell, you still remember it, and you've been scrubbed." 

Trent logged into the server with the old username and password of the Nothing Studios’ sysop and it took 
him to a developer sandbox node. He pulled a thumb drive out of his pocket and inserted it into one of the 
ports on the machine. After the app was installed he ran it in the sandbox and they watched strings of code 
scroll after Trent entered the pertinent parameters. 

"How long does it take?" 

"It takes as long as it takes." 

"Ever use it to find somebody who was disappeared?" 

"Like | said, it works up to a point." 

"My aunt's whole family - they got snatched out of Concord." 

"Fuck man, l'm sorry. Do you know why?" 

"It was a sweep, no one really knows anything other than it was the Bureau." 


"So hey, | was gonna ask - where's Zoe?" 


Charlie's face went blank. "We split up, a while back It's okay, just -" 


"No, if you don't wanna talk about it -" 


"This shitty world, you know? She wanted to live in an enclave and be safe. | don't think that's any way to be 


safe. There is no way." 

Trent shook his head. "Agreed. An enclave is just 24/7 nanny state bullshit" 
"Yeah so, she bounced" 

“Sorry 


Charlie made a sound that was likely attempting to be laughter. "Yeah everybody's fucking sorry about 
everything, right? I'm sorry about Mari - | mean, that you couldn't stop her from going crowbar." 


"| sometimes wonder, like, even if | did get her out and clean - would she even be the same anymore." 
"She'd be better, though." 
"Yeah, eventually.” 


Silence as they watched the screen, Trent tapping his fingers on the table in an odd rhythm, something he'd 


done for as long as Charlie had known him. 

"| was thinking about that, actually," Charlie said quietly. 

"What?" 

"Well, if you want a way into Perhagion, you could try to talk to someone on the inside.” 

"Tried that 

"No, | don't mean on the inside of the cult, | mean the inside of the whole thing” 

"What the actual fuck are you saying?" 

"You know Als are autonomous, right? Some of them have been granted personhood, even And when that 
happens you can access them, at least on some levels. But I've got a few bad actors, you know, who can tunnel 
in. Wantzen-Tabard-Boutier has one. 


"Okay, first of all, that will get you killed. Second -" 


"But don't you think they would know? Who do you think started the cult in the first place? It came out of the 


test subjects for opal, for prozira, for parepin. All the people too fucking damaged for society but they were 
still useful somehow. Because they could see 


"So they're behind it all?" 

"OF course they are. Look, | got someone, they did it. Didn't last long but they verified some shit" 
"What would | even ask?" 

"How to rescue someone from Perhagion, that's what." 


Trent chewed his lip, watching the lines scroll. He wished he could have his Glaz but Charlie insisted he keep it 
in the safety case. 


"Does it have a name?" 


"Its called Vessel." 


